
























Gala	 Day.	 Having	 grown	 up	 in	 the	 town	 of	 Galashiels,	 I	 have	 experienced	 the	 civic	
celebrations	and	have	attended	the	Breakfast	on	a	number	of	occasions.	I	will	use	my	past	
experiences	of	the	event	to	inform	parts	of	the	ethnography	but,	I	must	make	clear	from	the	
start,	 this	 ethnography	 is	 not	 about	 my	 experiences	 of	 the	 Breakfast	 but	 rather	 the	
experiences	 of	 participants	 who	 have	 attended	 the	 event	 since	 its	 incarnation	 who	 will	
reflect	on	their	attendance	of	the	event.	To	maintain	the	integrity	of	this	emic	perspective	I	
have	endeavoured	to	mute	my	authorial	voice	as	much	as	possible.			
Beginning	with	a	discussion	of	 the	socio-historical	context	of	 the	event	and	 its	positioning	
within	the	larger	event	of	Gala	Day,	the	ethnography	will	move	towards	a	description	of	the	
ritualistic	aspects	of	the	Breakfast	encompassing	the	dress	code,	the	stories,	the	songs,	the	
food,	 and	 other	 features	 of	 the	 formal	 structure	 of	 the	 event.	 The	 final	 part	 of	 the	
ethnography	will	 focus	on	 the	mixed	opinions	of	 the	Breakfast	held	by	 local	people:	 from	
the	pessimistic	standpoint	of	the	event	as	a	mere	‘piss-up’	to	promulgations	of	the	event	as	
a	representation	of	‘true	civic	pride’.		
Being	more	 than	 a	mere	 description	 of	 events	 the	 ethnography	 will	 be	 informed	 by	 the	
theoretical	approaches	of	Victor	Turner	and	his	 ideas	on	 liminality	and	communitas;	Dona	
Handelman	 and	 her	 focus	 on	 the	 ‘logics	 of	 organization,	 of	 design,	 through	which	 public	
events	are	put	together’	(Handelman	1998:xi);	and	Bruce	Kapferer’s	movement	‘.	.	.	beyond	
conventional	perspectives	of	the	event	as	representational	(…)	of	society	and,	instead,	as	a	
moment	 (…)	 of	 immanence	 and	 the	 affirmation	 and	 realization	 of	 potential’	 (Kapferer	
2015:2).	Through	the	application	of	these	theories	to	the	Breakfast	I	hope	to	promulgate	a	











being	22	years-old	and	 the	oldest	64	years-old,	and	despite	 the	Breakfast	being	all-male	 I	
also	interviewed	a	number	of	women	from	the	town	in	order	to	collate	a	wider	perspective	





I	 feel	 it	 is	necessary	 to	begin	 the	discussion	with	a	 schematic	outline	of	 the	historical	and	
social	 contexts	 that	 played	 a	 formative	 role	 in	 the	 creation	 of	 the	 Gala	 Day,	 and	
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There	were	many	 reasons	 for	 the	 creation	of	 a	 civic	 celebration	 in	 the	 town.	 Firstly,	Gala	
suffered	heavy	losses	during	the	First	World	War.	Of	the	pre-war	population	of	14,000,	635	
men	 failed	 to	 return	 home.	 Coupled	 with	 this	 the	 Tweed	 Trade,	 textile	 factories	 on	 the	
banks	 of	 the	River	 Tweed,	which	 had	 thrived	 in	 the	 region	 for	 decades	 began	 to	 decline,	
there	was	high	unemployment	and	the	town	found	itself	in	a	rut.	There	was	economic	and	








‘The	 first	 breakfast	was	 held	 in	 1997	 at	 the	 Abbotsford	 hotel.	 Richie1,	 his	 brother	
Kenny	and	a	couple	of	his	pals	decided	 it	would	be	a	good	 idea	as	 it	would	get	as	
many	people	as	possible	supporting	the	Braw	Lad	and	Lass	right	from	the	start	and	
make	a	great	day	 last	even	 longer.	Over	 the	years	however,	 it's	actually	made	 it	 a	









Thus,	 the	 organisational	 structure	 of	 the	 Breakfast	 was	 inspired	 heavily	 by	 the	 same	
communal	spirit	that	informed	the	creation	of	the	Gala	Day	itself.	With	local	men	hoping	to	
extend	 the	 festivities	of	 the	day	and	encourage	a	 coming-together,	 as	another	 informant,	
Jamie,	explained:	
‘The	idea	was	to	get	the	various	communities	in	Gala	together,	early,	and	to	spread	
the	 Gala	 Day	 atmosphere	 quicker	 -	 in	 hope	 of	 creating	 a	 longer	 buzz	 around	 the	
whole	week.	Each	year	the	Breakfast	has	been	either	full,	or	close	to	capacity,	so	it	is	
easy	to	see	that	the	idea	has	been	a	success.’	





event	 remains	 completely	 autonomous	 from	wider	 proceedings.	 Thus,	 far	 from	 reflecting	
social	 order	 within	 local	 society	 the	 Breakfast	 may	 be	 viewed	 as	 reactionary	 to	 the	
structured	civic	celebrations	of	Gala	Day.	As	Handelman	explains:	‘If	in	the	horizons	of	their	
practice	–	of	their	coming-into-being	and	their	existing	–	rituals	are	understood	primarily	as	
representational,	 then	these	rites	are	tied	down,	utterly	 in	thrall	 to	the	social	and	cultural	












‘The	Breakfast	 itself	 follows	a	 similar	pattern	every	year	 -	 you	go	 in,	 sit	down	at	a	
table	with	a	group	of	friends,	family,	or	strangers,	and	socialise	over	a	bacon	roll,	pie,	
tea/coffee	or	beer,	if	one	is	so	inclined.		
At	 a	 set	 time,	 the	 main	 proceedings	 occur,	 speakers	 of	 fame	 from	 the	 Borders	





The	 speakers	 at	 the	 Breakfast	 come	 from	 the	 community	 in	Galashiels;	 are	 individuals	 of	
acclaim	 from	neighbouring	 towns	 such	 as	Hawick,	 Selkirk	 and	Peebles;	 Ex-Braw	 Lads	who	
talk	 about	 their	 memories	 of	 Gala	 Days	 gone-by;	 or	 are	 guests	 of	 honour	 from	 other	
countries.	One	year	 I	 attended	 there	was	a	 young	man	 from	France	who	 spoke	about	his	
hometown	and	a	similar	celebration	they	host	there.			
Humour	plays	 a	 hugely	 important	 role	 in	 the	Breakfast	 speeches.	 Speakers	 often	humour	
known	individuals	in	the	town	or	more	commonly	other	Border	towns	with	whom	Galashiels	
hold	historic	rivalries.	More	often	than	not	these	‘toasts’	concern	the	town	of	Hawick,	the	
second-largest	 town	 in	 the	 region,	which	 lies	18	miles	 south	of	Galashiels	and	 to	 this	day	
maintains	 a	 historic	 rivalry	 which	 is	most	 explicitly	 viewed	 on	 rugby	 and	 football	 pitches	
throughout	the	season.		
One	 informant,	 Keith,	 expanded	 on	 the	 contents	 of	 the	 Breakfast	 speeches:	 ‘The	
entertainment	 is	all	about	 the	gathering	and	other	Border	 festivals	with	songs	and	banter	
from	ex-Braw	Lads	and	guests	from	other	towns.’	









There	 are	 obvious	 comparisons	 to	 be	 drawn	 between	 the	 Breakfast	 and	 common	
anthropological	 definitions	 of	 ritual;	 Kapferer	 suggests	 ritual	 is	 “...a	 series	 of	 culturally	
recognised	and	specified	events,	the	order	of	which	 is	known	in	advance	of	their	practice,	
and	 which	 are	 marked	 off	 spatially	 and	 temporally	 from	 the	 routine	 of	 everyday	 life.”	
(Kapferer	 1984:194).	 This	 part	 of	 the	 ethnography	 will	 discuss	 the	 ritual	 aspects	 of	 the	













The	 significance	 of	 the	 shared	 uniform	 is	 understood	 by	 the	 attendees	 in	 a	 distinctive	
manner	as	Jamie	elucidated:		
‘The	fact	that	every	Breakfast	attendee	dons	the	same	attire	of	white	shirt,	black	and	









The	 development	 from	 liminal	 beings	 into	 a	 concrete	 community	 of	 shared	 solidarity	 is	
manifest	 throughout	 the	Breakfast	 in	 the	shared	uniform,	 the	enjoyment	of	songs	written	
about	the	town,	and	the	sharing	of	food	and	drink.	
2) Food	and	Drink	
From	 my	 informant	 Jamie’s	 account,	 the	 food	 and	 drink	 available	 at	 the	 Breakfast	 are	
overwhelmingly	 normal	 –	 ‘bacon	 rolls,	 steak	 pies,	 beer,	 and	 tea	 or	 coffee’	 -	 and	may	 be	
viewed	in	complete	contradiction	to	Freud’s	theory	of	the	‘sacred	meal’	(Freud	1938:54)	and	
to	 Durkheim’s	 theory	 of	 totemic	 animals	 (Durkheim	 1976:127).	 For	 the	 attendees	 of	 the	








and	 most	 likely,	 understanding	 of	 the	 significance	 of	 the	 food	 eaten	 at	 the	 Breakfast	 is	
simply	related	to	the	communal	quality	of	the	Breakfast,	as	Fox	explains:		
‘Food	 is	 almost	 always	 shared;	 people	 eat	 together;	 mealtimes	 are	 events	 when	 the	







The	Breakfast	 is	 steeped	 in	oral	 tradition:	 storytelling,	 songs	and	music	play	an	 important	








throughout	 the	 celebration	week.	 As	 Bill	 explained:	 ‘The	 original	 can	 be	 traced	 back	 to	 a	
1773	poem	by	Robert	Burns	entitled	Braw	Lads	O’	Galla	Water...this	song	is	sang	at	the	end	
of	 proceedings	 just	 as	 the	 Braw	 Lad	 and	 Lass	 leave	 to	 start	 their	 day.’	 (See	 appendix	 for	
lyrics).		







Thus,	 the	 communal	 attributes	 of	 food	 and	 song,	 and	 the	 shared	 uniform	 of	 attendees	




The	 Breakfast	 has	 always	 been	 a	 point	 of	 contention	 in	 the	 local	 community	 with	 a	
noticeable	dichotomy	of	opinion	 relating	 to	 the	civic	 integrity	of	 the	event.	 For	 some	 it	 is	
viewed	as	an	archaic	event	that	exacerbates	the	heavy	drinking	culture	present	on	Gala	Day.	
Many	of	my	informants	shared	this	opinion,	including	Moira:	‘Don't	get	me	wrong.	I	love	the	
Braw	 Lads	 Gathering.	 However,	 a	 lot	 of	 the	 guys	 are	 completely	 gished.	 They	 carry	 on	
regardless	and	it's	a	great	day.’	And	Malky:	‘Any	cereals/fry	ups,	toast	etc.	are	solely	for	the	
purpose	of	absorption.’	




for	people	who	have	 left	 the	 town	to	 return	and	be	proud	where	 they	come	 from	
and	see	 faces	 from	the	past.	 I'll	be	back	one	day	 for	my	5	AM	bottle	of	Bud	and	a	
bacon	buttie.	Braw	braw	lads.’	











I	 have	 sought	 to	 explore	 the	public	 event	 of	 the	Gala	Day	Breakfast	 through	descriptions	
rooted	 in	 an	 emic	 perspective.	 The	 ethnography	 began	 with	 an	 illustration	 of	 the	
significance	 of	 the	 Breakfast	 in	 the	 wider	 civic	 celebrations	 of	 the	 Gala	 Day	 through	 a	
description	of	 the	celebration’s	 socio-historical	 context	and	 the	significance	of	 this	 from	a	
local	 perspective.	 The	 subsequent	 section	 explored	 the	 beginnings	 of	 the	 Breakfast	 and	
through	 the	 application	 of	 the	 theories	 of	 Handelman	 and	 Kapferer	 promulgated	 an	
Anthropology	of	public	events	that	views	the	event	as	autonomous	and	self-contained	-	not	
a	 mere	 representation	 of	 wider	 social	 order.	 The	 main	 body	 of	 the	 ethnography	 moved	
towards	a	description	of	the	ritualistic	aspects	of	the	Breakfast	informed	by	the	theoretical	
understandings	 of	 Victor	 Turner.	 Here	 I	 argued	 that	 through	 the	 shared	 uniform	 of	 the	
attendees,	 the	 communal	 consumption	 of	 food	 and	 the	 oral	 tradition	 of	 song	 the	
participants	of	 the	Breakfast	 foster	a	deep	sense	of	 solidarity	which	creates	a	generalised	
social	bond	 that	 is	 felt	by	all	 individuals	present.	This	communitas	 is	 a	key	concept	 in	 the	
ethnography	overall	and	one	that	encompasses	all	aspects	of	the	event.	The	final	part	of	the	







what	extent	these	 further	reflect	 the	themes	of	solidarity	and	civic	pride	 illustrated	 in	the	
Breakfast.	In	a	wider	anthropological	context	this	ethnography	highlights	the	importance	of	
viewing	 public	 events	 as	 autonomous	 entities	 and	 to	move	 away	 from	 the	 common,	 and	
reductive,	use	of	public	events	within	anthropology	as	simple	illustrative	representations	of	
society.		
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Appendix:	
Braw	Braw	Lads	
Braw,	braw	lads	on	Yarrow-braes,	
They	rove	amang	the	blooming	heather;	
But	Yarrow	braes,	nor	Ettrick	shaws	
Can	match	the	lads	o'	Galla	Water.	
	
But	there	is	ane,	a	secret	ane,	
Aboon	them	a'	I	loe	him	better;	
And	I'll	be	his,	and	he'll	be	mine,	
The	bonie	lad	o'	Galla	Water.	
	
Altho'	his	daddie	was	nae	laird,	
And	tho'	I	hae	nae	meikle	tocher,	
Yet	rich	in	kindest,	truest	love,	
We'll	tent	our	flocks	by	Galla	Water.	
	
It	ne'er	was	wealth,	it	ne'er	was	wealth,	
That	coft	contentment,	peace,	or	pleasure;	
The	bands	and	bliss	o'	mutual	love,	
O	that's	the	chiefest	warld's	treasure.	
	
